The influence of early experience on the development of sensory systems.
Once sensory stimuli become able to alter firing patterns in the developing brain, they can influence the maturation of neuronal circuits. Recent experimental studies add to our understanding of precisely which developmental events are affected by early experience. In particular, it appears that experience of the external environment can affect the brain earlier in development and at earlier stages of sensory processing than previously thought. These studies emphasise the developmental importance of the patterning of neuronal firing produced either by sensory stimuli or by spontaneous activity. The timing of action potentials is also an important aspect of several exciting studies describing the mechanisms - anatomical, synaptic, and molecular - by which early experience brings about alterations in the maturation of sensory circuitry. Importantly, this kind of approach can lead to predictions concerning the nature of sensory stimulation that is most effective in instructing brain development.